N
ationally, fewer than one-half of physics teachers have a major, minor, or graduate degree in physics or in physics education. 1 In our experience, physics teachers usually come from other sciences as crossover teachers from chemistry or biology, and some of the very best physics teachers (including National Award winners) do not have degrees in physics. This is especially the case in rural school districts where there may be only one or two science teachers in the high school.
The first step in succeeding and excelling as a crossover physics teacher is to realize that your plight is not unusual and that you are not alone. The national professional organization supporting you is the American Association of Physics Teachers, with considerable online, regional, and local resources, 2 ◗ If you're concerned about your physics content knowledge, then consider physics to be something that you and your students are trying to make sense of together. When you meet an unknown, don't bluff-tell your students you don't know but will work to find the answer. Telephone or email a colleague or a member of the physics education community described above. Teaching physics as vocabulary and a set of equations without meaning doesn't work-you and your students really need to understand the concepts. The authors of this column learn physics every semester by listening to and reflecting upon student questions. The Mechanical Universe video series is a good source for answers to many questions. You can view them at your convenience as webstreamed videos found at http://www. learner.org/resources/series42.html. Free online registration is required. ◗ Get physical and do activities, experiments, and demonstrations together with your students (available widely from AAPT and online).
Leave the text periodically, even if only for end-of-semester projects. Research has shown that students of high school physics teachers who don't use any texts do better in college physics than those who do use a text. 4 The compelling and fun parts of physics are the hands-on activities that, when combined with student discussions of ideas, help you and your students make more sense of the everyday world. These will enhance your students' problem-solving skills and everyone's morale-if your students see you having fun, they will have fun, too. Our summer workshops at Buffalo State College have helped more than 200 new and veteran physics teachers over the past few years. We have found that many crossover teachers find physics teaching to be fun and exciting, physically intuitive, and intellectually challenging. Most come to feel they would rather teach physics than any other science, despite their original training. Just this past summer we heard from a teacher who has been teaching physics for 11 years since attending our Workshop for New Physics Teachers: "Physics used to be on the bottom of my list of courses I would teach. Now it is on the top." Once you start teaching physics, you may never turn back! We hope that you will have such an experience, and we welcome you to our community of physics educators. 
